Enterochromaffin-like cell populations in human fundic mucosa: quantitative studies of their variations with age, sex, and plasma gastrin levels.
The human gastric fundal mucosa contains a variety of endocrine cells, the most numerous of which are the so-called enterochromaffin-like (ECL) cells. We have studied the variations with age and sex of the ECL cell populations, utilizing an assessment based on multiple endoscopic biopsies from four groups of subjects. Plasma gastrin levels were also determined in these subjects. In males, endocrine cell densities declined with age but the ECL cell numbers in females opposed this trend. ECL cell counts showed no appreciable differences between young and old females. In older females, there was a high rate of gastritis and increased levels of circulating gastrin. Concentrations in older females (29.6 +/- 8.7 pmol/l) were higher than in both younger (less than 45 years) males (5.3 +/- 1.1 pmol/l) and older (greater than 55 years) males (6.3 +/- 0.6 pmol/l) (P less than 0.05). The plasma gastrin level was also higher in older females than in young females (13.1 +/- 4.5 pmol/l), although this difference failed to reach statistical significance. In conclusion, clinically silent gastritis, raised gastrin levels, and maintenance or rise of ECL cells numbers, in opposition to a general decrease in endocrine cells with age, appear to be features of women of more than 55 years of age. The variations in ECL cell populations reported here should be taken into account when evaluating possible pathological alterations of the stomach.